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Introduction 
At present, palm oil is an inseparable part of our daily life although we might not 
realise it. Palm oil can be found in many daily used items, it is used as a cooking oil but also 
processed in our food like margarine, cookies, chocolate bars, instant noodles, and used in 
products such as shampoos, soaps and cosmetics. The palm oil industry has grown rapidly 
over the past forty years since the global demand for palm oil has increased, due to the levels 
of production for these goods. Indonesia has become the largest producer of palm oil in the 
world since 2008 and currently produces more than half of the globally produced palm oil 
(WWF India 2). However, on its path to become the largest producer of palm oil, the 
Indonesian palm oil industry destroyed the environment and biodiversity. During the 
expansion of the Indonesian palm oil industry immense areas of forests and peatlands have 
been cleared which had harmful effects on the environment and biodiversity. Currently the 
expansion is still continuing along with its damaging impacts. Therefore sustainability is 
needed in the palm oil industry in order to meet the increasing world demand of palm oil 
without further harming the environment and biodiversity. 
A major concept in this thesis is sustainability, a term that originates from the forestry 
sector and was defined as, one should never harvest more than the amount that the forest 
grows back. According to Kuhlman and Farrington sustainability is “a state of affairs where 
the sum of natural and man-made resources remains at least constant for the foreseeable 
future, in order that the well-being of future generations does not decline” (3442). In the 
literature regarding sustainability, it is recognised that the sustainability debate originated in 
1987, when the Brundtland Report was published by the UN World commission on 
Environment and Development. The Brundtland Report provided an escape to the doom 
scenario in which all natural resources would be depleted within the next two generations. 
The solution that the report offered to this was “development that meets the needs of the 
present without comprising the ability of the future” (quoted in Kuhlman and Farrington 
3438), thus the definition of sustainable development. According to Morelli the concept 
environmental sustainability is a more comprehensive definition than the previous mentioned 
concept. “More specifically, environmental sustainability could be defined as a condition of 
balance, resilience and interconnectedness that allow human society to satisfy its needs while 
neither exceeding the capacity of its supporting ecosystems to continue to regenerate the 
services necessary to meet those needs nor by our actions diminishing biological diversity” 
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(Morelli 5). It is environmental sustainability that is desired in the palm oil industry but will 
be referred to simply as sustainability in this thesis. 
The main research question of this thesis is formulated as follows, how did the palm oil 
industry in Indonesia develop into a threat for the environment and biodiversity, and in what 
ways can the palm oil sector be more sustainable? This thesis is divided into four sections, 
each section has a sub question with the function of guiding the sections to collectively 
answer the main research question. The first section will provide a background and 
understanding of how the palm oil industry in Indonesia has developed. The second section 
analyses the issues that the palm oil industry causes concerning the environment and 
biodiversity. The sub question for the second section reads, how does the palm oil industry in 
Indonesia harms the environment and biodiversity? The third section is focussed on 
sustainability with the corresponding sub question, what has so far been done to achieve 
sustainability in the palm oil industry? In this section two initiatives that aim to achieve that 
goal will be analysed and thereafter their flaws will be highlighted. The final and fourth 
section explores new possibilities and suggestions for sustainability in the palm oil industry. 
The sub question for the last section is similar to the last part of the main research question, 
namely in what ways can the palm oil industry improve the sustainability? However, prior to 
the fourth section a conclusion for the first three sections will be provided which sketches the 
status quo of the contemporary Indonesian palm oil industry and answers the first part of the 
main research question in order to proceed to the last section. Thereafter, the fourth section 
discusses what is required to achieve a sustainable palm oil industry by recommending 
improvements of the existing initiatives and providing new possibilities and suggestions for 
sustainability. At the end of the fourth section there will be another brief conclusion that 
answers the last part of the research question. 
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1. Historical and Economic Background  
This first section aims to provide a historical and economic background of the Indonesian 
palm oil industry. This is done on the basis of the following sub question, how did the palm 
oil industry in Indonesia develop? To answer the question, this section will describe the 
development of the Indonesian palm oil industry from as early as the introduction of the oil 
palm into Indonesia until more recent years where Indonesia was on its way to become the 
biggest palm oil producer and exporter in the world.  
The introduction of the oil palm into Southeast Asia came from the Dutch in 1848 
during colonial times of the Dutch East Indies. The Dutch planted four oil palm seedlings in 
the Buitenzorg Botanic Gardens in Java. These were destined to be the foundation of the 
contemporary palm oil industry. The origins of the four oil palm seedlings are differing. Two 
of the oil palm seedlings were growing in the Amsterdam Botanic gardens but their 
provenance are unknown. The other two were originating from Mauritius or Reunion, two 
islands located next to Madagascar. Eventually the four oil palm seedlings grew into mature 
oil palms that were transferred in 1875 to Sumatra, where they were planted in the region of 
the former sultanate Deli. It is here where the Dutch experimented with growing oil palms for 
economic means on a small-scale basis. From that moment on the oil palms originating from 
Deli were spread across the region. Hence, the oil palms that grow in Southeast Asia are 
named the ‘Deli Palm’. The Deli palm has more profitable characteristics than its African 
relative, the palm oil yields and fresh fruit bunches are greater in volume. Therefore they are 
more adequate for the commercial plantations. Moreover, the Southeast Asian climate is more 
beneficial for oil palms as the temperature, humidity and soil provides optimal circumstances 
(Corley and Tinker 6). 
The Indonesian palm oil industry started its commercial developments at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. In 1911 the first large commercial oil palm plantation was 
established in Sumatra, this can be seen as the earliest start of the palm oil industry (6). In 
1938 the palm oil industry in Indonesia and Malaysia had progressed significantly and they 
took over the lead from Africa as the world largest producer of palm oil. However, during the 
Second World War the palm oil industry in Southeast Asia took a step backward and 
thereafter had to recover for a significant amount of time (15). Until 1965 the Indonesian 
palm oil industry was stagnant but soon started to slowly develop again. In the following 45 
years a change took place in the use of cooking oil which significantly contributed to the 
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development of the palm oil industry. In 1965 only two percent of the Indonesian cooking oil 
came from palm oil and the other 98% from coconut oil. By 1985 this was roughly divided by 
fifty per cent each, and in 2010 the share of cooking oil from palm oil was up to 94% (Gaskell 
34). The substitution of coconut oil by palm oil as a cooking oil accounted for seventy percent 
growth in per capita palm oil consumption in Indonesia and for fifty percent of the total 
demand growth. Thus, this shift of cooking oil had a major impact on the domestic demand 
for palm oil, and accounted for a large part of the expansion and development of the 
Indonesian palm oil industry. Especially in the period between 1985 and 2010 grew the 
domestic consumption of palm oil in Indonesia rapidly, from 500.000 to 5.000.000 tonnes 
(Gaskell 30).  
The shift in cooking oil was partly orchestrated by the Indonesian government but 
encountered difficulties with its implementation because people had to accustom to the use of 
palm oil. The domestic cooking oil substitution started around 1973 and in this year the price 
of coconut oil had significantly increased as a result of a period of drought. The government 
realised that if coconut oil was being exported and palm oil domestically consumed, the 
export earnings would be higher (Gaskell 38). This was also an incentive for the government 
to nationalise private estates in the palm oil sector, in order to get a benefit from the export 
revenues. The second five year development planning period Repelita II (1973-1978) of the 
Indonesian government focussed on the development of the agricultural sector in which palm 
oil was an important component. During this planning period a shift in the diet of Indonesian 
people took place as palm oil became the new general cooking oil. However, this change did 
not occur at once, the people had to get used to the taste and colour of the new cooking oil. To 
make palm oil more similar to coconut oil, the colour was changed from red into pale yellow 
and was also made odourless. Another critical adjustment was to change the partly solid palm 
oil into a liquid state because otherwise it could remind the Indonesian consumers, who are 
mainly Muslims, of pork fat. The Indonesian government even organised and funded a 
marketing campaign named Kencana, which means golden, to make palm oil more 
recognisable as a cooking oil and thereby more attractive to consumers. Palm oil was also 
promoted to industrial producers of krupuk that could use palm oil for its frying properties 
and cheap price, indirectly this also helped consumers accustoming (Gaskell 39). 
The Indonesian government continued to develop the palm oil industry with the goal 
to serve the domestic market. During the next planning period Repelita III, from 1979 to 
1984, the Indonesian government focussed among other things on investment in tree crops. 
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This included oil palms and resulted in an expansion of oil palm plantations with 121.000 
hectares. In the late 1970s palm oil exports increased to 400.000 tonnes which is almost a 
doubling in size. However, this was in a period prior to the government trying to lower the 
domestic palm oil price and to guarantee the availability of cooking oil by allocating palm oil 
for domestic consumption. This was done through intervention and application of export 
restrictions such as taxes and bans. These export restraints were becoming more noticeable 
over the years. In the first year 1978, 64% was used for exports and 36% for domestic use. In 
the following year this switched to 40% for exports and 60% for domestic use, while in 1981 
nearly all the produced palm oil in Indonesia was assigned for the domestic market. As a 
consequence of these restrictions Indonesia missed an export revenue from palm oil of 369 
million USD in 1984. Even in the late 1980s the policies from the Indonesian government 
continued to favour domestic palm-oil consumption (Gaskell 40).  
After the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the Indonesian government discarded several 
export restrictions. From that moment on the final development and significant growth of the 
Indonesian palm oil industry started. Especially in the 21
st
 century the industry grew at an 
immense rate as a result of increases in the world demand and consumption of palm oil. In 
order to illustrate the overall development, the starting years of the Indonesian palm oil 
industry will be compared with more recent years. The world consumption of palm oil hads 
increased from 1964 until 2008 by 8.7% per year. Meanwhile in Indonesia, the planted area 
and production for palm oil by 2007 had grown about 24 times its size compared to its level in 
1980. This comes down to a growth rate of eleven percent per year for planted area and an 
increase of thirteen percent a year for production. In 2007 the produced palm oil in Indonesia 
was for seventy percent allocated to exports and the other thirty percent for domestic 
consumption. This distribution in percentage is similar to the period before the export 
restrictions of the Indonesian government in 1978 as mentioned before, but not comparable in 
size. The increase in the export of palm oil since the end of government restrictions on exports 
was immense and by 2007 it had grown circa 23.6 times compared to its level in 1980. The 
destination for the Indonesian exported palm oil by the year 2007 was mostly within Asia 
72.81%, 18.61% was destined for Europe and 7.17% was exported to Africa (Rifin 1). Since 
2008, Indonesia took over the lead from Malaysia as the largest palm oil producer in the 
world (Gatto et al. 292). 
Lastly, the main points are summarised to answer the sub question and to conclude 
this section. The Indonesian palm oil industry was established when the Dutch started their 
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commercial plantations with the Deli palm in Sumatra. Until the Second World War the area 
of oil palm plantations expanded quickly but thereafter the industry stagnated. The significant 
developments of the palm oil industry started along with the shift in cooking oil, from coconut 
to palm oil. The Indonesian government influenced this substitution by allocating the 
produced palm oil to the domestic market through export bans and taxes, but also with 
marketing campaigns for domestic consumption. However, only in the 21
st
 century the 
Indonesian palm oil industry truly developed and kept growing each year at an astonishing 
rate. This is a result of the increasing global demand and consumption of palm oil. Indonesia 
even became the largest palm oil producer in the world. These achievements and 
developments seem to be great but a very valuable price was paid. The rich environment and 
biodiversity of the Indonesian forests have been destroyed for the expansion of the palm oil 
industry. This has grave consequences on the environment and biodiversity, which will be 
discussed in the next section. 
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2. Environment and Biodiversity  
In this second section the consequences of the development of the palm oil industry on 
the environment and biodiversity will be examined. It will focus on the Indonesian rainforests 
and peatlands which are largely destroyed as a result of the expansion of the palm oil industry. 
This has negative impacts for climate change on a global scale but even more so on a local 
level. Furthermore, there are huge biodiversity losses resulting from the conversion of forests 
into oil palm plantations. 
The tropical rainforests in Indonesia are of great importance for the functioning of 
global ecosystems as illustrated by the following examples. Local and global climates are 
influenced by the immense areas of rainforests in Indonesia. The forests regulate air 
temperatures, maintain atmospheric humidity, produce fresh oxygen and prevent floods. Also, 
they absorb carbon emissions from the air and replace it by oxygen. Furthermore, forests are 
important for maintaining soil and water resources because they absorb abundant rainfall and 
release this excessive water into streams and rivers, consequently preventing floods and 
landslides. On a local level the rainforests are a valuable source in providing food and 
drinking water for both animals and people. Moreover, the Indonesian tropical rainforests 
provide a home to seventy percent of the Earth’s species of plants and animals (Brown 11). 
Although Indonesia only covers one percent of the surface of the Earth, its forests are home to 
roughly thirteen percent of all species of flowering plants, birds, mammals, reptiles, and 
amphibians (Wakker 17). Thus, the expansion of the palm oil industry which causes 
deforestation of the Indonesian rainforest, is in fact affecting the whole world. 
It is clear now that the rainforest is of tremendous importance but nonetheless 
deforestation occurs at a massive scale in Indonesia for which the palm oil industry can 
largely be blamed. The area that over the past thirty years has been cleared for the expansion 
of oil palm plantations was mainly rainforest. In the period between 1990 and 2005 it is 
estimated that between 1.7-3 million hectare of forest in Indonesia was cleared for oil palm 
plantations, which accounts for sixteen percent of the total forest lost in that period 
(Fitzherbert et al. 539). The issue is that most of the palm oil companies claim that they only 
establish their plantations on degraded land that has already been used for agriculture such as 
rubber plantations and old rice fields, but in fact they are destroying precious rainforest 
(Brown 9). Huge tracts of rainforest and peatlands are being cleared where after oil palms are 
planted and years later evolve into palm oil producing plantations. For example, between 
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2000-2010 circa 14.7 million hectare of forest and peatland was lost in Sumatra, Kalimantan, 
Sulawesi, Moluccas and Papua of which eleven percent resulted from oil palm plantation 
expansion (Abood et al. 60). Moreover, the logging of forest by the palm oil companies 
provides valuable timber that can be sold. With those profits the palm oil companies can 
finance the costs of the new established oil palm plantations. An advantage for the palm oil 
sector compared to the timber sector is that oil palm plantations need a shorter period to yield 
and to be profitable while it takes many years for the timber trees to grow back before they 
are ready to be felled (Brown 10). The palm oil industry is not the only one to blame for the 
deforestation in Indonesia because the timber sector is also guilty. However, if one hectare of 
forest would be converted into oil palm plantation this would contribute to a bigger loss of 
biodiversity than logging the same area by the timber sector (Wilcove and Koh 1000). 
Rainforests are not the only type of land that is threatened by the Indonesian palm oil 
industry: peatlands, which are important for the environment, are also highly affected. 
Peatland consists of an amassment of partially decayed plant material which stores massive 
amounts of carbon. The peatlands in Southeast Asia contain approximately seventy 
gigatonnes of carbon which is about nine times more than the global released amount of CO₂ 
in 2006 (Miettinen et al. 5). Over the past twenty years peat swamps and forests have been 
cleared for oil palm plantations, at an shocking rate. The palm oil industry was responsible for 
534.000 hectare of peatland loss between 2000-2010, which is eighteen percent of the total 
loss (Abood et al. 60). This extensive conversion resulted in regional and global controversy 
because of the negative socio-environmental consequences. Since deforestation has taken the 
homes of many animals, peat swamp forests have now also fulfilled this role for the affected 
animals, which includes the endangered orang-utan and the Sumatran tiger. Furthermore, 
peatlands are very sensitive to changes in circumstances of the environment. Hence, peatlands 
are easily affected by human activity especially agriculture like oil palm plantations which 
cause a drastic change for the landscape and land uses. Consequently, the peatlands start to 
decompose which reduces the stored carbon in the peat deposits. This is released into the 
atmosphere which adversely reinforces climate change. When peatlands are burnt, often 
resulting from slash-and-burn practices, massive amounts of carbon are released into the 
atmosphere during these wildfires (Miettinen et al. 5). 
Although peatlands are equally valuable as rainforests for the environment and 
biodiversity, the palm oil industry again neglects this fact and expands their oil palm 
plantations at the cost of peatlands. The research of Miettinen et al. predicts that if the 
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Indonesian palm oil industry expands at a linear rate, which is likely to happen or even at a 
faster rate, it is estimated that the expansion on peatland will be 28% which is 1.2Mha of the 
4.2Mha total expansion of the industry which includes other areas than peatland (44). The 
area of peatland in Indonesia currently available for palm oil expansion is large because legal 
restrictions and enforcement of the government are lacking. Thus, unless the Indonesian 
government enforces new laws and restrictions or Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
come up with initiatives, the expansion of oil palm plantations on peatlands will continue 
(Miettinen et al. 45).  
Hitherto, the importance of rainforests and peatlands have been under discussion, what 
will be discussed next are the impacts of wildfires resulting from the palm oil industry that 
destroy these types of lands. Forest fires are unfortunately an unnatural but common 
environmental issue in Indonesia and for a significant part resulting from the oil palm 
industry. In order to establish an oil palm plantation, land and forest needs to be cleared which 
is a costly process if it is done through zero-burning techniques like mechanical felling. The 
slash-and-burn method is a traditional agricultural practice for farmers who cannot afford the 
utilisation of heavy machinery. Clearing land and forest by the slash-and-burn method is the 
fastest, most practical and cheapest manner, in contrast to the zero-burning techniques which 
are 50-150 USD per hectare more costly (Wakker 21). Thus, the choice for the cheapest 
option is the most tempting, also for the palm oil companies but this choice is devastating for 
the environment. Occasionally, the fires resulting from slash-and-burn practices get 
uncontrollable and develop into disastrous forest fires that destroy huge areas of forest. The 
damage of these destructing fires is beyond recovery and result in a permanent loss of the 
forest and its ecosystems. For example, in 1997 large forest fires were raging through the 
rainforests of Indonesia, covering about six percent of the country’s surface in fire. An 
analysis displayed that circa fifty to eighty percent of large fires that occurred in 1997-1998, 
in Indonesia, took place in concessions of plantation companies, of which three-quarter were 
oil palm plantations (Wakker 21). Furthermore, a list published by the Indonesian Ministry of 
Forestry and Estate Crops named 176 plantation companies that used illegal burning methods 
of which 133 were oil palm companies. However, concrete evidence lacks to prove that the 
fires were started commissioned by palm oil companies but it is highly plausible. The forest 
fires of 1997-1998 filled the air with unhealthy smog which affected many people in 
Indonesia and in other countries like Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei (21). Moreover, the 
habitat of many animals was destroyed during these fires. For example, circa 8000 orang-
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utans were killed by the flames which is about one-third of the specie’s population (Brown 
19). 
The palm oil industry also directly affects climate change. As mentioned in the two 
previous paragraphs forest fires resulting from deforestation by the palm oil industry are 
catastrophic, when they release massive amounts of carbon especially as peatlands are burned. 
Carbon dioxide is one of the main factors influencing climate change. Eighteen percent of the 
greenhouse gas emissions worldwide are coming from deforestation. Another harmful impact 
from the palm oil industry that affects the environment is the palm oil mill effluent which 
results in methane emissions into the atmosphere. The most common method that is used to 
treat the palm oil mill effluent before it is released into waterways is the open digestion of the 
effluent in ponds and tanks. These open ponds are large adversely contributors to greenhouse 
gas emissions. During the digestion process they release amounts of methane which is more 
harmful for climate change than carbon dioxide (Teoh 28-29). 
The biodiversity is also threatened by the actions of the palm oil industry. When 
rainforest, which consists of many different kinds of trees, plants, bushes and mosses is 
replaced by oil palm plantations, the habitat of many animals disappears. Oil palm plantations 
are industrially designed and are therefore grown as a monoculture. One oil palm plantation 
from an palm oil company in Indonesia regularly covers an area between 10.000ha and 
26.000ha. This means that a whole area of plantations forms a biological desert of oil palm 
plantations where most animals are unable to survive and reduces the biodiversity (Brown 
12). The biodiversity is directly reduced by the establishment of large tracts of oil palm 
plantations because it is grown as a monoculture. Moreover, this also provides a great 
occasion for an invasion by weeds and pests, which can restrain other species. In order to 
eliminate and control this invasion, harmful pesticides and herbicides are required which also 
affect the environment and biodiversity (Foster et al. 3283). Another impact of the oil palm 
plantation areas is that they disturb the social systems of animals by obstructing migration and 
hindering travel routes. It is important for sizeable animals that live in the Indonesian 
rainforests such as tigers, elephants and orang-utans to be able to search for water and food 
under shelter of the forest, and travel long distance without interruption of plantations. 
Animals that survive the drastic conversion from rainforest into plantation, end up fleeing into 
other parts of rainforests. These are the territories of a great number of other animals, the 
regular animal population that lives here is already the maximum number that the ecosystems 
support and are therefore unable to hold the fleeing animals as well. Consequently, a part of 
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the diverse animal population dies because the displaced animals suffer from stress and 
starvation, and could be killed by the original animal population. Hence, an increasing loss in 
biodiversity resulting from the palm oil industry (Brown 17-18).  
When oil palm companies are establishing their plantations, they do not maintain 
corridors of forest which makes it inaccessible for animals to cross the area. In contrast, the 
palm oil companies make the plantations accessible for transport by building roads along it. 
This fragmentises the remaining parts of the rainforest and makes it vulnerable. To make 
things even worse, the palm oil companies are not the only ones who make use of these roads; 
illegal loggers, hunters and poachers have gained easy access to the forests that adjoin to these 
roads and plantations which poses another direct threat to the biodiversity. Furthermore, it 
occurs that animals enter plantations which are located near their habitat, this often results in 
the death of the animal which is killed by the plantation workers or in some occasions the 
other way around (Brown 18-20). 
This section has demonstrated how the palm oil industry in Indonesia is harming the 
environment and biodiversity. It has illustrated that deforestation resulting from the palm oil 
industry harms the environment as the Indonesian rainforests and peatlands are being 
destroyed. The impacts of deforestation for the expansion of the palm oil industry are 
adversely affecting the global climate change but even more so locally. Forest fires are a 
critical component of deforestation by the palm oil sector, and catastrophic for the 
environment and biodiversity. Moreover, the palm oil industry is threatening the biodiversity 
and has a diminishing effect on it. The biodiversity losses are unrecoverable because the oil 
palm plantations do not hold the same rate of biodiversity and there is no reforestation. 
Luckily there are already several initiatives that are combating against the harmful impacts of 
the palm oil industry and advocating for sustainability, which will be discussed in the next 
section.  
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3. Current Initiatives for Sustainability 
The focus of this section will be on the contemporary initiatives that aim to create a 
sustainable palm oil industry. The sub question for this section reads, what has currently been 
done to achieve sustainability in the palm oil industry? Therefore the most important and 
effective initiatives that so far have been established for sustainability in the palm oil industry 
will be examined. Thereafter, the weaknesses of these initiatives will be exposed and 
criticised in order to provide improvements for these initiatives in the final section.  
First the initiative that until now has had the largest impact on creating a more 
sustainable palm oil industry, will be introduced. In 2004, the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO) was established in a response to the critiques regarding the palm oil industry 
for causing deforestation and biodiversity loss (EAI 4). The RSPO is an international non-
profit organisation that tries to advocate sustainable palm oil among its multi-stakeholder 
network of palm oil producers, manufacturers, governments, NGOs and consumers. The 
RSPO started a Supply Chain Certification System for Certified Sustainable Palm Oil in 2008. 
The goal of the RSPO is to achieve sustainability in the palm oil industry through its 
certification system. When palm oil producers have committed to zero–deforestation while 
establishing their plantations and producing their palm oil, they are rewarded with the 
certification for sustainable produced palm oil. The RSPO has certain criteria and standards 
before palm oil producers are given the permission for certification. “The Standard includes a 
commitment to transparency, compliance with all national legislation, responsible treatment 
of workers, a prohibition on the destruction of primary forests and ‘High Conservation Value’ 
(HCV) areas, and respect for the customary land rights of local communities” (EAI 4). The 
decision to give palm oil producers the right to certificate their palm oil as sustainable comes 
from auditors on behalf of the RSPO. These auditors are independent companies appointed by 
the RSPO, that investigate compliance of palm oil companies by conducting field checks, 
consult stakeholders and documentation reviews. An important new improvement from the 
RSPO was introduced in 2010 named The New Planting Procedure (NPP), in response to 
fears of detrimental activities from palm oil companies in protected areas. This new measure 
proved to be very effective because it focuses on preventing deforestation, biodiversity loss, 
forest fires, social conflicts and legal violations when new plantations are being established. 
This differs with the other certification scheme of the RSPO which takes place in already 
existing plantations. Thus, the NPP happens at a critical point of control namely at the start of 
a new plantation (EAI 5). 
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At the start of certification by the RSPO, the demand for sustainable certified palm oil 
was weak. Yet, in 2011 an area of one million hectares of oil palm plantations that produced 
sustainable palm oil was achieved as a result of increased demand. In the same year a 
certification logo for sustainable palm oil of the RSPO was printed and made visible on 
consumer goods packaging. This empowers consumers with an option to choose for a 
sustainable product that does not harm the environment and biodiversity which results in an 
increased demand for sustainable palm oil. Consequently, manufactures will also realise that 
instead of choosing for the likely cheaper regular palm oil, coming from plantations 
established on former peatlands and rainforests, that the only right choice for them is to use 
sustainable palm oil in manufacturing their goods. In 2012, twelve percent of the globally 
produced palm oil was certified as sustainable by the RSPO and in 2014 it increased to twenty 
percent. More recently, in 2015 the RSPO introduced an evolution of itself named the RSPO 
NEXT. With its main intention to further enhance their transparency and credibility of its 
existing stakeholders by checking taken actions that are exceeding primary RSPO criteria, like 
increased public reporting. This development of the RSPO into RSPO NEXT was caused by 
its stakeholders who were doubting if the certified palm oil really was sustainably produced. 
This concern existed due to the fact that just fifty percent of the certified sustainable palm oil 
ever produced has been labelled and sold as sustainable palm oil. The other half of sustainable 
palm oil had to be sold as regular palm oil due to the weak demand for sustainable palm oil 
(Ivancic and Koh 3-4). More of such dubious practices on behalf of the RSPO and other 
failures will be discussed later in this section.  
Another influential initiative that aims to provide sustainability in and among other 
sectors the palm oil industry, is the Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD). The REDD was introduced by the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in 2005. In simple words the REDD is a mechanism that puts 
a value on the amount of stored carbon in forests. The core value of the REDD is that if the 
forest is lost or degraded an expected amount of carbon dioxide would be released in the 
atmosphere and this has to be forestalled. These predicted emissions function as a reference 
level in order to measure the attempts to protect forests and reduce carbon emissions (Venter 
and Koh 137). If in practice the carbon emissions are measured to be actually beneath the 
reference level, the deviation is converted into carbon credits which forms a financial reward. 
The amount of carbon credits to be rewarded is measured by a meticulous method of “[…] 
measuring, reporting, and verification (or MRV), which might be subjected to certification by 
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recognised standards, such as the Verified Carbon Standard” (Venter and Koh 138). The 
REDD estimates the expected amount of carbon dioxide that would be lost if the Indonesian 
palm oil industry expands at the cost of forest, and aims to prevent this with financial rewards. 
For instance, if a smallholder in Indonesia prevents to change its valuable forestland into an 
oil palm plantation, it is measured that an area which accounts for a certain amount of carbon 
emissions is conserved and therefore rewarded. The rewards are provided by the REDD and 
they are receiving funding from a variety of donors. Most of the REDD projects receive direct 
funding through voluntary carbon funds which in total already gained eight billion USD. 
Another important funding deal for the REDD was a bilateral agreement between Norway and 
Indonesia of one billion USD (138). Despite of all these great numbers involving the funding 
of the REDD, there is still insufficient funding to combat the expansion of the palm oil 
industry which will be discussed in the critiques of the REDD. 
 In 2007 there were already plans to improve the existing initiative and evolve it into 
REDD+ which added conservation, sustainable management, and enhancement of forest 
carbon stocks in developing countries to the original name. These additions were also the new 
topics that the REDD+ focussed on. The improvements were concentrating on further 
acknowledging the benefits of reducing carbon emissions coming from forest conservation 
and possible reforestation. One of the main developments was the need to indentify the 
complicatedness of the issue, the distinct national circumstances and the numerous drivers of 
deforestation and forest degradation. This specific development posed a threat to the 
expansion of the palm oil industry as being targeted by the initiative, because the palm oil 
sector comprises diverse national circumstances and has multiple drivers of deforestation and 
forest degradation (Ivancic and Koh 4-5). In total there are 57 REDD+ projects in Southeast 
Asia of which 39 projects are located in Indonesia. Thus, the REDD+ is highly active in 
Indonesia in reducing carbon emissions through preventing deforestation and forest 
degradation by combating the expansion of the palm oil industry and aim for more 
sustainability (Graham et al. 6).  
Hitherto, the two most important, impactful and relevant initiatives have been 
discussed but they are imperfect as will be made clear by the following critiques. Although 
the RSPO has currently the largest impact for sustainability in the palm oil industry, the 
organisation is not flawless. There are critiques that the RSPO is lacking transparency and 
legitimacy. In a report titled ‘who watches the watchmen’ published by the Environmental 
Investigation Agency (EAI) in 2015 , the weaknesses of the RSPO are pointed out. Most of 
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these flaws were concerning the auditors who conducted incorrect assessments of palm oil 
companies and labelled them as sustainable while they committed breaches of the 
sustainability criteria from the RSPO. There are even accusations made by the EAI that in 
certain occasions the auditors are colluding with palm oil companies (EAI 6). The failing 
from the auditors to fulfil their tasks properly leads to the clearing of rainforests and peatlands 
but also to social conflicts with local people. Moreover, it happens that assessments from the 
auditors include just a particular part of the assessed oil palm plantation while the eventual 
certification accounts for the whole plantation. Therefore the risk exists that other parts of the 
plantation do not meet the criteria but are certified as sustainable (19). Another component of 
the RSPO is the Complaints System which allows different actors such as NGOs, stakeholders 
and local people, to file a complaint regarding unsustainable practices related to palm oil. 
Through this medium, offenses of palm oil companies are pointed out by NGOs and local 
communities. Most of the filed complaints are aimed at palm oil companies breaching the 
sustainability standards from the RSPO but only two complaints have been filed regarding 
auditors (7). Nevertheless there is clear evidence that the functioning of auditors is inadequate 
and faulty. The RSPO fails to respond and tackle the dysfunctioning of auditors affecting its 
credibility, transparency and legitimacy.  
The idea of creating the REDD+ initiative was original and great but its 
implementation has been precarious and led to a number of criticisms. In example, the scheme 
is not effective in protecting the biodiversity. Areas of forest that do not hold a large number 
of carbon stock are valued less by the REDD+ scheme while this area could be highly 
valuable for biodiversity. A study by Panfil and Harvey including eighty REDD+ projects 
discovered that the focus of the projects differed. The majority focused on the reducing of 
carbon emissions by preventing deforestation and forest degradation. While the other part 
concentrated on reforestation which aims to sequester carbon by planting trees. The trees that 
are planted are not native to that area and support another kind of biodiversity which 
eventually results in a biodiversity loss (Panfil and Harvey 144). Moreover, most of the 
projects had goals to benefit biodiversity but these were vaguely formulated. In example the 
period of time to accomplish the goal, the background information on the status of certain 
species, and the quantities of the targets were all lacking. As a result this restrains the process 
for conservation of the biodiversity (147). Furthermore, as mentioned earlier the funding of 
the REDD+ is insufficient and many projects are for that reason stagnating. The local 
communities that are involved in these projects are expecting financial incentives while they 
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are abstaining from land conversion of high carbon holding areas into oil palm plantations. 
However, the REDD+ fails to fulfil their commitments of providing these financial rewards 
(Fletcher et al. 674). Besides, it is difficult for the REDD+ to combat the lucrative palm oil 
industry where great profits are earned and which is a politically sensitive sector, while it is 
also of great importance for the Indonesian economy. Therefore the REDD+ projects focused 
on slowing down the expansion of the Indonesian palm oil industry are infeasible. The buying 
of oil palm permits by the REDD+ to conserve the forests where the plantations are causing 
deforestation, are very expensive. Thus, the REDD+ has to implement another strategy to 
prevent carbon emissions from deforestation that is caused by the palm oil industry, which 
will be discussed in the last section. (Graham et al. 9). 
In sum and to answer the sub question, there are currently two major initiatives that 
aim to achieve sustainability in the palm oil industry and already had significant impacts. The 
RSPO is until now the most successful in achieving this goal with its certification system for 
sustainable palm oil. The globally adopted standard for sustainable palm oil is set by the 
RSPO and supported by a large multi-stakeholder network of multiple actors such as palm oil 
companies, NGOs and influential conglomerates. The REDD+ focuses on reducing carbon 
emissions by preventing deforestation and forest degradation, and targets the Indonesian palm 
oil industry because it is a major driver of deforestation. Financial incentives are promised for 
the prevention of deforestation of valuable forests holding large amounts of carbon, which 
otherwise would be lost if it was converted into oil palm plantations. However, as noticeable 
from the above mentioned critiques the initiatives are in need of several improvements in 
order to more efficiently and successfully achieve sustainability, this will be discussed in the 
last section.  
  
Neuvenheim 19 
 
Conclusion 
The previous three sections combined form the status quo of the Indonesian palm oil 
industry. This conclusion will demonstrate how these different sections are connected. 
Moreover, the first part of the main research question will be answered which is formulated as 
follows, how did the palm oil industry in Indonesia develop into a threat for the environment 
and biodiversity? 
 The policies that were implemented by the Indonesian government during the early 
developments of the palm oil industry caused a shift in the use of cooking oil from coconut to 
palm oil, and resulted in a large domestic market for palm oil. The use of palm oil as a 
cooking oil is still entrenched in the Indonesian society as an effect of the past government 
campaigns. This is noticeable in that Indonesia is besides the largest producer of palm oil in 
the world also the biggest consumer (WWF India 3). At the beginning of the 21
st
 century the 
Indonesian palm oil industry developed significantly at fast rate. This was the result of 
globalisation, where palm oil is produced in Indonesia and largely exported to other countries 
because of an increasing world demand.  
Although the Indonesian palm oil industry can be seen as an economic treasure, 
simultaneously their true natural treasure threatens to disappear permanently. During the 
expansion of the Indonesian palm oil industry immense areas of forest and peatland were 
cleared, which proved to be very harmful for the environment and biodiversity. The 
conversion of forest and peatland into oil palm plantations adversely affects climate change, 
for example when forest fires during the clearance occur and emit large quantities of 
greenhouse gasses. Furthermore, the Indonesian forests and peatlands are valuable for local 
and global ecosystems and when they are harmed the consequences will also be noticeable on 
these levels. Moreover, oil palm plantations do not hold the same rate of biodiversity as forest 
and peatland which results in biodiversity loss when the land use is changed. 
Only in 2004 and 2005 were the RSPO and REDD established to create sustainability 
in the palm oil industry and combat its detrimental effects. During this time the rates of 
deforestation as a consequence of the development and expansion of the Indonesian palm oil 
industry were alarmingly high, and the initiatives were desperately needed. The RSPO 
introduced a certification system for sustainable palm oil which became the global standard 
for sustainable palm oil companies. The RSPO is rather successful and on a certain point 
certified twenty percent of the global produced palm oil as sustainable but there are still 
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several flaws. The REDD+ has many projects in Indonesia and aims to reduce carbon 
emissions resulting from deforestation and forest degradation by stopping the expansion of 
the lucrative palm oil industry. This is very costly approach and they are lacking the funding 
to achieve this, but in the next section another strategy will be proposed to become more 
successful. Moreover, new possibilities, methods, and manners will be suggested in the next 
section which collectively will achieve a sustainable palm oil industry and form the answer to 
the last part of the main research question. 
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4. Improvements, Possibilities, and Suggestions for Sustainability  
Instead of introducing a whole new initiative for achieving sustainability in the palm oil 
industry, considerable improvements for the previous discussed initiatives will be proposed in 
the first paragraphs, because why reinvent the wheel when two relative successful initiatives 
are already available. Thereafter, several new possibilities that create more sustainability in 
the palm oil industry will be suggested. Then, recently announced and promising 
commitments for the protection of peatlands and an one-hundred percent sustainable 
European supply chain of palm oil, will be discussed. Subsequently the crucial countries that 
have to change their supply chain and demand into sustainable palm oil, will be examined. At 
last, a combination of the improvements and new possibilities will form the answer to the last 
part of the research question. 
In a response to the critiques of the RSPO that were mentioned in the third section, this 
paragraph will provide points of improvements and recommendations. The RSPO is criticised 
for lacking transparency and legitimacy resulting from auditors who are providing incorrect 
audits for palm oil companies, labelling them as sustainable while they are guilty to 
unsustainable practices. Therefore a transparent and robust system that checks the quality and 
authenticity of the audits needs to be developed and implemented. The auditors that 
conducted the false audits need to be dismissed, following a zero-tolerance policy that 
terminates them from their function. Furthermore, the RSPO should mainly focus on 
improving the functioning of auditors. The audits that are provided by the auditors need to 
focus more on addressing social, legal and biodiversity issues which results in audits that are 
more reasonable, efficient and detailed. Moreover, to increase the quality of the audits the 
knowledge of the auditors regarding the previously mentioned issues needs to be improved. 
This can be realised through extensive training programs that built capacity and practical 
knowledge of the criteria and standards for sustainable palm oil. Another crucial improvement 
that the RSPO has to ensure is the proper functioning of the Complaints System. This system 
is an important mechanism of the RSPO for its credibility and transparency. However, the 
RSPO fails to respond correctly to the complaints that are filed by its stakeholders or other 
parties. This leads to irritation and disappointment among the stakeholders who simply try to 
help the RSPO and make them aware of unsustainable practices. Therefore needs the RSPO to 
allocate more funds and attention to guarantee a properly functioning Complaint System. 
Also, the treatment of their stakeholder’s complaints needs to be changed into a more 
supportive manner focussing on the process of complaint registration, inspection, reviewing 
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and action. Moreover, in order to increase transparency the complaints that are filed by the 
stakeholders should be published online on the RSPO website, where everyone is able to see 
it and follow how the RSPO is processing the complaints (Ng and Lim 22). 
The REDD+ also received several critiques in the third section, mainly regarding 
biodiversity which is not taken into account and also for the issue of insufficient funding of 
their projects. In order to ensure improvements of the deficiencies relating to the conservation 
of biodiversity in Indonesia, the REDD+ has to follow the next steps. First, an analysis has to 
be made to record the current status of the existing biodiversity. Thereafter, the extracted 
information can be used as a starting point, where after the REDD+ can notice how their 
projects and actions influence the biodiversity. Second, final targets need to be set and 
specified in order to measure the biodiversity conservation. The objectives should include a 
time-period, a quantity of the target and a detailed description of the specie or ecosystem at 
hand. Third, if there are events such as agricultural expansion like oil palm plantation 
expansion that threaten the biodiversity conservation goals, the REDD+ has to respond 
thoughtfully to eliminate these threats and realise its targets. Fourth, to keep track of the 
biodiversity the REDD+ has to monitor the biodiversity. As a result they can follow the 
process of realising the targets that were set and intervene where needed to guarantee the 
achievability. At last, the data retrieved from monitoring the biodiversity should provide more 
knowledge about the development of the biodiversity and be used for future projects of the 
REDD+ ( Panfil and Harvey 149). 
To address the other problem of insufficient funding for REDD+ projects, the REDD+ 
has to implement another strategy. The REDD+ has to begin with stopping to focus first on 
slowing down the expansion of the palm oil industry because it lacks the funding to achieve 
this. Instead they should start with projects focussing on reforestation to reduce carbon 
emissions. One important requirement for the reforestation projects is to use native species of 
trees and plants originating from the region, this is crucial for the previously discussed 
improvement of biodiversity conservation. Reforestation is the most cost-effective option to 
reduce carbon emissions, namely nine USD to reduce one tonnes of carbon, while the cost to 
reduce one tonnes of carbon by preventing the expansion of the palm oil industry at the 
expense of forests, is 75 USD. However, stopping the expansion of the palm oil industry has a 
very large carbon benefit of 144 tonnes of carbon reduced per hectare but not as large as 
reforestation with 192 tonnes of carbon reduced per hectare (Graham 7). Therefore, the 
REDD+ needs to concentrate for the short term on reforestation projects until there is 
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sufficient funding to tackle the expansion of the palm oil industry. The increased funding will 
follow if the reforestation method proves to be successful. Once the funding has significantly 
increased, only then is the REDD+ able to start with the most important issue of stopping the 
palm oil industry expansion. Nonetheless, the REDD+ needs to continue their reforestation 
program. Moreover, on the long term when the REDD+ has sufficient funding they should 
commence with buying permits of low carbon degraded land which is still suitable for oil 
palm cultivation and swap these permits with the permits for the expansion of oil palm 
concessions on high carbon dense land (9). If the palm oil companies do not agree with the 
swapping of permits, the REDD+ could raise their offer with a sum of their funding. Through 
the first mentioned steps biodiversity in the projects of REDD+ will be conserved and by the 
latter strategy the REDD+ first focuses on reducing carbon emissions through reforestation, 
and thereafter on preventing deforestation and forest degradation caused by the expansion of 
the palm oil industry. 
The current most important and impactful initiatives, the RSPO and the REDD+, are 
ready to improve if they follow the above mentioned recommendations and strategies. What 
will be discussed now is another possibility to increase the sustainability in the palm oil 
industry and to conserve the biodiversity in the remaining forests. This possibility which is 
originally suggested by Koh and Wilcove, is similar to the permit swapping of the REDD+ 
(994). They are highlighting the advantages that oil palms as a crop have, which are high 
yields and high profits compared to other crops, and suggest that NGOs should make use of 
these advantages. NGOs should buy the permits of oil palm plantations and ensure that they 
are changed into sustainable plantations. With the revenues from the sustainably produced 
palm oil derived from these plantations, the NGOs should buy tracts of nature reserves in 
order to conserve biodiversity (Koh and Wilcove 994). If several NGOs implement this 
strategy or other actors with sufficient funding, larger areas of nature reserves can be bought 
which preserves more biodiversity. Furthermore, with multiple NGOs cooperating together, 
the funding will be greater, which means that more oil palm plantations can be bought. When 
this is implemented on a large scale and the sales of sustainable palm oil prove to be 
profitable, while the funding from independent donors for the NGOs continues, it would be 
possible to outcompete other palm oil companies. Through this strategy the supply of 
sustainable palm oil will increase significantly which means that the price of sustainable palm 
oil will decrease and becomes more attractive for consumers.  
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Not only NGOS can contribute to achieve sustainability in the palm oil industry, the 
academia also play an important role. Research from academia regarding palm oil has 
increased since the start of the 21
st
 century along with the growing importance of the palm oil 
industry. However, the amount of research that has been conducted related to palm oil is 
unevenly divided over different topics like technical uses and sustainability. Consequently, 
there is an imbalance in the research. More research into technologies for the palm oil 
industry has been conducted than research into sustainability of the palm oil industry. 
Therefore a holistic framework for sustainable palm oil is needed which ensures that research 
concerning palm oil is evenly divided, all-encompassing and conducted by multi-
stakeholders. This holistic framework consists in example of researchers from academia 
collaborating with palm oil companies but also NGOs, and consumers. Having different 
parties collaborating often means differences in opinions, especially when palm oil companies 
and NGOs come together in the interest of sustainable palm oil. Nonetheless, it is important to 
have different inputs from several parties to make the research comprehensive. Furthermore, 
this framework works on a local, national and international levels because the multi-
stakeholders operate on these different levels. Eventually the goal of the holistic framework is 
to conduct comprehensive research which contributes to manners that ensure that the 
development of the palm oil sector happens in such a manner that reckons the necessity for 
the industry to grow, while it at the same time offers new insights to realise the sustainable 
production of palm oil (Hansen et al. 147-148).  
A possible outcome of the holistic framework can be research into the intensification 
of oil palm plantations. Intensification is another way to realise sustainability in the palm oil 
industry and to prevent further expansion of the palm oil industry. There are several manners 
how oil palm production can be intensified and increase its yields, in order to meet the 
increasing world demand of palm oil without further expansion at the expense of rainforest 
and peatlands. To achieve intensification and increase the yields in the oil palm plantations, a 
combination of biological and management techniques is needed. The biological approach 
consists of improving the oil palm by a new genomic technique that incorporates disease and 
pest resistance into the oil palm. This considerably reduces the environmental damage 
resulting from the use of pesticides and herbicides on plantations, while also reducing a 
considerable amount of financial costs. Currently, the oil palms on the plantations yield six 
tonnes of palm oil per hectare but researchers are experimenting with oil palms that yield 
circa nine to sixteen tonnes of palm oil per hectare. Additionally, the height of the oil palms 
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can be reduced with the biological technique of using dwarfing genes. This is beneficial for 
the management approach because smaller oil palms are more efficient for palm oil seed 
picking and allows it to be conducted mechanically. Through this way the palm oil seed 
picking is better manageable and faster executed by the machines. These future prospects of 
new biological high-yielding oil palms that avoid conversion of pristine rainforest and 
peatlands into oil palm plantations and reduce the impacts of the palm oil industry on 
biodiversity and the environment, are very promising for achieving sustainability (Murphy 
258-259).  
 Besides the improvements of the existing initiatives and newly suggested possibilities, 
there were recently several important turning points for sustainability in the palm oil industry. 
On the fifth of December 2016, the Indonesian government announced a moratorium for the 
conversion of all peatlands and codified it in a law. This ban is largely aimed on the palm oil 
companies that convert areas of peatland into oil palm plantations. If this action from the 
government is enforced properly, it is estimated by the World Resources Institute that circa 
eight gigatonnes of carbon emissions by 2030 is prevented. This is comparable to the amount 
of carbon emitted by the United States in a year. However, there have been previous policies 
for banning the conversion of peatlands in Indonesia, for example in 2011 but these have 
failed because of lacking enforcement. Nonetheless, this new law is more elaborate than its 
predecessors, which guarantees the inclusion of all peatlands, and demands from companies 
to restore the areas of peat they have degraded (Liu). Yet, only time will tell if this time the 
Indonesian government properly enforces this law and ensures that the palm oil companies are 
complying.  
Another great milestone for sustainability was achieved in 2015, when the Amsterdam 
Declaration was signed by Denmark, France, Germany, Netherlands and the UK. The 
declaration consists of a commitment to support a fully sustainable palm oil supply chain in 
Europe by 2020 from the undersigned countries. In the declaration the countries state, “we, 
the Signatories, are encouraged by the European private sector organisations engaged in the 
palm oil supply chain joining forces in a commitment and drive towards one-hundred percent 
sustainable sourcing and trade and increased traceability of this commodity by no later than 
2020” (Amsterdam Declaration). Although not all the European countries are participating in 
this commitment, some of the largest European palm oil importers such as the Netherlands are 
included. For the Indonesian palm oil companies that are currently supplying to these 
countries this would mean that they have to change their supply into sustainable palm oil. The 
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declaration also prescribes that the signatories should encourage and convince the other 
European countries to participate as well to the commitment. Additionally, this same 
prescription also applies for some of the largest importing countries of palm oil in the world, 
India and China (Amsterdam Declaration). It is crucial that these countries also commit to a 
sustainable supply chain of palm oil to achieve global sustainability of the palm oil industry.  
In 2015, the percentage of global palm oil consumption per country was as follows, 
the top four largest consumers were Indonesia (17%), India (15%), EU (11%) and China (9%) 
(WWF India 3). Except for Indonesia, the other three countries supply their demand for palm 
oil consumption with imports mainly from Indonesia and secondly Malaysia. Indonesia 
supplies its own demand with their domestic production of palm oil. If the companies in the 
major importing countries also fully commit to source only certified sustainable palm oil this 
will ensure a future demand of sustainable palm oil and consequently also the supply. The 
major palm oil suppliers, Indonesia and Malaysia, are then largely forced to produce a supply 
of sustainable palm oil because there is primarily demand for sustainable palm oil. However, 
to achieve this, the awareness and urgency about the impacts of the palm oil industry on the 
environment and biodiversity need to be raised among the government of these countries. 
When the governments neglect such a commitment, the companies in the largest consumer 
countries, that are in the palm oil supply chain need to be made aware. Therefore the 
following three benefits of sourcing sustainable palm oil need to be highlighted for the 
companies in order to convince them. First, they will earn the reputation of a responsible 
businesses that takes its responsibility for their ecological footprint. Second, the companies 
are able to compete in global markets like Europe, where sustainable palm oil is a prerequisite 
in 2020 for large palm oil importing countries and hopefully in the future also in other major 
markets. Third, the certainty that their business is not part of illegal activities and 
unsustainable practices (WWF China 10). Thus, if the governments or companies that are 
involved in the palm oil supply chain in the largest and important consumer countries commit 
to source one hundred percent sustainable palm oil this will lead to a largely sustainable palm 
oil industry and other countries will then undoubtedly follow if even Indonesia, India and 
China are able to achieve this. 
When discussing the supply of anything, the inseparable counterpart demand, has to be 
discussed as well. The consumer plays an important role in creating demand for palm oil by 
buying products containing palm oil. However, not every costumer is aware that palm oil is 
processed in the product that they buy. Moreover, even if the costumers know or notice on a 
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label that the product contains palm oil they are unaware of the impacts that the palm oil 
industry has on the environment and biodiversity. Therefore an option for products with 
sustainable palm oil needs to be widely available and ultimately this should change into the 
only option available. But the question at hand is, if consumers want the latter scenario as 
well and when this happens, what are they willing to pay more for sustainable palm oil. 
Multiple field experiments were conducted to research the willingness to pay for products 
containing sustainable palm oil, such as the studies from Bateman et al, Disdier et al, and 
Giam et al. In these studies, sustainable palm oil was in general defined as, that during the 
production the environment and biodiversity was not damaged. The overall result of these 
field experiments is that the consumers are willing to pay a significantly greater amount for 
products with sustainable palm oil, but only when they were well informed about the impacts 
of the palm oil industry on the environment and biodiversity (Bateman et al, Disdier et al, and 
Giam et al.). Therefore, NGOs play an important role to inform and raise awareness among 
customers about the impacts of the palm oil industry. However, the three mentioned field 
experiments are limited in that they were conducted in developed countries like Singapore, 
France and the UK, while the largest consumer countries of palm oil are less developed such 
as Indonesia, India and China. Thus, information is currently lacking and further research is 
required into the willingness to pay for sustainable palm oil in the latter countries, where 
people pay a relatively bigger amount of their income for products containing sustainable 
palm oil. This will be crucial information for the demand of sustainable palm oil but also 
beneficial for the supply of sustainable palm oil, and above all necessary to achieve 
sustainability in the palm oil industry.  
Last but not least, the last part of the main research question of this thesis will be 
answered which reads, in what ways can the palm oil sector be more sustainable? A 
combination of the existing improved initiatives and the newly mentioned possibilities will 
collectively form the answer to achieve sustainability in the palm oil industry. 
It is important that the existing initiatives implement the improvements that were 
suggested in this section and continue to separately aim to achieve sustainability through their 
own differing approaches. The RSPO has at present the most important certification scheme 
for sustainable palm oil but their credibility and transparency has to be improved. This can be 
done by ensuring the correct functioning of their auditors and Complaint System which will 
allow the RSPO to maintain their status as the standard certification system for sustainable 
palm oil and to continue to certify the increasing supply of sustainable palm oil in the future. 
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The REDD+ first has to focus their projects on reforestation before they aim to stop the 
expansion of the palm oil industry because their funding has to increase. Only thereafter can 
the REDD+ engage in the swapping of permits with palm oil companies. By trading permits 
of low carbon degraded land suitable for oil palm cultivation in exchange for the permits of 
areas for the expansion of oil palm plantations on high carbon dense land. 
 Additionally, another but similar approach by NGOs or other private actors has to be 
implemented which consists of buying the permits of existing oil palm plantations and convert 
them into sustainable plantations. With the profits derived from the sustainably produced 
palm oil coming from the newly bought and converted plantations, tracts of nature reserves 
should be obtained in order to conserve and protect the biodiversity. Meanwhile, it is 
important that research into sustainable palm oil is conducted according to the holistic 
framework which ensures that the research is comprehensive and comes from collaborating 
multi-stakeholders. The holistic framework contributes in realising possible intensification 
methods of oil palm plantations which increases the production and prevents the expansion of 
the palm oil industry because a smaller plantation area is needed for a higher production. The 
intensification consists of biological approaches that significantly increases the yield, reduces 
the height, and incorporates disease and pest resistance into oil palms which results in more 
efficient and sustainable oil palm plantations. 
 Moreover, it is important that the Indonesian government strictly enforces the 
moratorium for the conversion of all peatlands and stops the expansion of oil palm plantations 
on these peatlands. Furthermore, the Amsterdam Declaration in which European countries 
commit to a fully sustainable supply chain of palm oil by 2020, should function as an 
important example for the largest consumer countries of palm oil. Only if the governments of 
Indonesia, India and China are also committing to such a target, the palm oil industry will 
become largely sustainable.  
Alternatively, if the governments neglect to do so, awareness needs to be raised for the 
impacts that the palm oil industry has on the environment and biodiversity, while the benefits 
of sourcing sustainable palm oil need to be highlighted among the companies that are in the 
supply chain of palm oil. This will still result in a sustainable supply chain of palm oil in the 
largest consumer countries, although it is hard to convince every company of the impacts and 
benefits. Besides, it is crucial to know, and currently unknown, if in Indonesia, India and 
China the consumers of everything that contains or is processed with palm oil, are willing to 
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pay more for products containing sustainable palm oil. Consumers are determining the 
demand for sustainable palm oil and if the awareness of the impacts from palm oil on the 
environment and biodiversity is raised by campaigns from NGOs and the governments, this 
will result in a greater demand for sustainable palm oil. 
Thus, with the improved existing initiatives continuing their efforts and the new 
possibilities for the sustainable conversion of oil palm plantations approach to obtain nature 
reserve permits, the holistic framework and intensification methods, sustainability in the palm 
oil industry will be achieved. This will be complemented and supported by the recently 
announced turning points and the crucial countries changing their supply and demand into 
sustainable palm oil. Nonetheless, it will be difficult to implement and realise all these 
suggestions and recommendations but every effort to achieve this is a step closer towards a 
sustainable palm oil industry.  
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